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Foreword Sean O'Hagan / 


Is the New Lad a fitting role model for the Nineties? 


ATELY, I'VE BEEN THINKING about that stillborn 
species, the New Man. I’ve been wondering if, 
behind the myth, beyond the advertising concept, 
there was ever any real possibility of such a creature 
actually existing. A sensitive, caring, emotionally 
balanced, non-sexist, non-aggressive male? And what’s more, a 
sensitive, caring, emotionally balanced, non-sexist male who 
wasn't simply a wimp. 

The answer, as we all know by now, is a resounding no. It 
seems blindingly obvious, with the benefit of hindsight, that the 
New Man was simply a specious advertising construct catering to 
female wish-fulfilment and male wishful thinking. Today, the 
New Man is a figure of fun, sniggered at by men secretly relieved 
by the acknowledgement of the impossibility of such a concept, 
laughed at by women who always recognized the implausibility of 
such a conceit. 

But, just because the New Man doesn’t exist, that doesn’t 
mean things haven’t changed between men and women. Indeed, 
the death of the New Man has coincided with the birth of an 
identifiable, though slippery, sub-species which has emerged as a 
muted response to the embarrassing vacuum left by the New 
Man’s ignominious non-appearance. In fact what we are dealing 
with is a hybrid — a would-be New Man who can’t quite shake off 
his outmoded, but snug-fitting, laddishness. 

This half-(new)man, half-lad is a tentatively positive reaction 
to three decades of feminism. Initially, he was a by-product of 
collective male guilt and the power of positive polemic, but, 
gradually, as the shrillness of sisterhood subsided, he has gestated 
into a more confident, not to mention more complex, being. 

Let’s see if we can pin him down. First up, he tends to be part 
of the thirtysomething generation — educated, stylish, more often 
than not well groomed and totally in tune with the shifting codes 
of contemporary culture. His character has, to some degree, been 
moulded by prolonged exposure to today’s tastemakers — 
magazines, music and the entire spectrum of post-modern media 
spill from David Lynch to The Late Show. 

We are looking at an intelligent and articulate gent here, 
particularly when he is in the company of intelligent, articulate 
women with whom he can broaden his cultural constituency even 
further and talk with confidence about such selfless topics as 
sexism in advertising, chauvinism in the workplace and a 
woman's right to choose. 

In short, he is well versed in the language, and protocol, of 
post-feminist discourse and he will never, ever, even after a few 
post-prandial brandies, slip into Sid The Sexist mode like a 
regular (Jack the) lad might. Of course, he may tell the odd 
dubious joke, but he’ll preface it with the words, “You'll probably 
think this is a bit sexist, but it’s dead funny,” just so you know 


that he’s aware that he isn’t trying to be New Mannish (ie boring, 
right-on), but is actually acutely aware of, and can even relish, his 
ideological shortcomings. And besides, the joke zs funny. Does 
this guy sound like you? Yes? Good, cos he sounds like me, too. 


‘VE BEEN TRAWLING ABOUT for a generic term to describe 
us. Were nowhere near ideologically sound enough to 
qualify for New Man status, but we can’t simply be 
dumped into the old unreconstituted Lad category. What 
we are dealing with here is the New Lad, a rather schizoid, 
post-feminist fellow with an inbuilt psychic regulator that 
enables him to imperceptibly alter his consciousness according to 
the company he keeps. Basically, the New Lad aspires to New 
Man status when he’s with women, but reverts to Old Lad type 
when he’s out with the boys. Clever, eh? 
The New Lad is undeniably a perceptive soul, someone who has 
sussed out the fact that most women actually share his 


if a pretty girl walks into a 
restaurant, the New Lad won't ogle 
her openly like the Old Lad, but you 
will catch his eye clocking her as 
she walks past 


reservations about the New Man — the main one being that if he 
did exist, he’d be so terminally right-on, so awesomely aware, 
that he'd be a total turn-off. “If men try to be too good,” a woman 
journalist confessed recently, “they turn into such bores. Women 
actually enjoy some element of — I’ve got to be careful here — 
wickedness in their men. They don’t want loud-mouthed lads and 
they certainly don’t want neurotic wimps who are convinced that 
they’re New Men. There has to be a happy medium.” 

I have to admit that the last sentence was said with a distinct 
air of weary desperation rather than in gratification for the 
emergence of the New Lad. For, although New Lads see 
themselves as the epitome of nouveau-male cred, women see us 
as, at best, deluded souls and, at worst, charlatans. They also 
detect an element of male manipulation in all this. 

“Initially, when a woman meets a New Lad,” another woman 
friend confided, “they think they are meeting an open, communi- 
cative, emotionally balanced bloke who might just be responsive 
to the things she wants. And they think this, time and time again, 
against overwhelming evidence to the contrary, because they 
want to believe it. Basically, women are incredibly optimistic 
when it comes to men, and men have learnt to exploit this.” 
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Which introduces a new element to the New Lad’s psycho- 
logical make-up — the possibility that he, unconsciously or 
otherwise, preys on the progressive woman’s need for a sensitive, 
caring, dependable soul partner. Maybe the New Lad’s tentative 
grasp of feminist theory is simply another element in the 
psychology of seduction. 

“They know all the right buttons to push,” insists another of 
my female sources, “so they can tell you how misogynist the new 
David Lynch film is and they've read The Female Eunuch. But 
when you scratch the surface, you'll find the same old sexist 
attitudes lurking underneath. If a pretty girl walks into a 
restaurant, he won't ogle her openly like the Old Lad, but you 
will catch his eye clocking her as she walks past. And, somewhere 
underneath all his surface good behaviour and carefully observed 
protocol, you suspect that he’s probably wondering if he can 
eventually get you into bed.” 


UTSIDE THE ELABORATE CODES of the courtship 
ritual, the New Lad retains a chameleon identity. 
Among unavailable women or in mixed, convivial 
company, he has a tendency to overstate his 
non-sexist sensibilities to the point where the 
women present don’t get a word in. The more deluded New Lads — 
those who actually think they're New Men — tend to get totally 
carried away with the extent, and exclusivity, of their emancipa- 
tion. You shall know them by their wholesale appropriation of 
female issues; they will even go so far as chastising women for 
what they perceive as casual sexism and/or will give you a 
blow-by-blow account of the recent birth of their offspring while 
the woman who actually gave birth to said sprog is relegated to 
the sidelines. 

“The thing that really irks me most of all is the fact that if I 
confide some emotional problem to any of my men friends, they 
nod in sympathy then start talking about their own problems. 
Women can confide, men demand an audience.” 

Which is why the New Lad is not really that different from the 
Old Lad and why, indeed, he can metamorphose, at the flick of 
his psychic switch, into an Old Lad when he’s in the company of 
his ideal audience — his mates. The bottom line with male 
bonding is that boys will be boys. If six women have dinner 
together they will, at some point in the evening, talk seriously 
about the things that really matter. Put six men in a room 
together and they'll talk, loudly and at length, about anything 
but the things that really matter. And they'll talk against each 
other — “Your team were crap the other night”, “Are you wearing 
that suit for a bet?” — or in praise of their communal excesses: 
“God, me and Steve got wrecked last night.” Cars and girls, sport 
and booze are still the staple ingredients of the lads’ night out. 


CHRIS CLUNN 


The Re-invented Man 


The only difference with New Lads is emphasis — they’re not quite 
as boorish/tribal/drunken or loud as their prehistoric predecessors. 
And, if someone pulls them up on their double standards, they 
are immediately able to couch their laddishness in political/ 
sociological terms — “I know that football is a tribal ritual but it’s 
one of the few remaining outlets for working-class communal 
expression,” or “I wasn’t out on the piss with the lads last night, I 
was actually engaging in a new form of positive male bonding 
very similar to women-only groups insofar as it provides a 
productive environment for communal self-analysis. Now, where 
did you say the Paracetamol was?” The beauty of being a New Lad 
is that there’s always a get-out clause. 


The New Ladisa 
rather schizoid 
fellow. He aspires to 
New Man status when 
he’s with women, 

but reverts to Old Lad 
type when he’s out 
with the boys. 

Clever, eh? 


UT, MAYBE I'M BEING too hard on this new species. 
More to the point, maybe I’m being too hard on 
myself. After all, we have to put the New Lad in 
perspective. I mean, he may be pretty flaky but 
he’s a damn sight more fun than the New Man and 
a damn sight more progressive than the Old Lad, who, 
incidentally, is still going strong — loud, proud and utterly 
unreconstitutable. Or, as one of the many women I talked to 
while researching this article put it, “There are some positive 
aspects to the New Lad. I mean, he’s not sexist to the core.” And, 
he can be fun in his endearing naivity, his misguided self- 
righteousness, his brazen double standards and his utter, 
unshakeable conviction that he’s a one-in-a-million catch for any 
intelligent female. 

Ultimately, however, there is something sad about the New 
Lad and that something is tied up with the utter dismissal of the 
New Man — not the New Man as advertising construct, nor the 
New Man as neurotic right-on wimp, but the New Man as a 
potential role model. Basically, we just didn’t have the will, nor 
the nerve, to seriously consider such a radical shift in our 
consciousness. For now, to steal a recent advertising slogan, the 
New Lad is “the best a man can get” W 
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